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.ABSTRACT * 

■ % Much research has inxtestigated the processes by which 
individuals gain infoxmatipn about themselves through comparison with 
othprs. The simultaneous influence of different sources of social 
comparison referents and the^ level of relative performance pn 
subjects' CN«60) allocation of rewards and .satisfaction was examined. 
Male , undergraduates, working in pairs, predicted their scores on a 
speech abbut solutions to current problems, made the speeches, and 
then received predetermined feedback on their own score, their 




nam effpcts for performance relative tp the live referent and 
relative to the symbolic norm. Subjects gave themselves more points 
when they performed better ,than their partner than when they 
performed tforse than their partner, sbgge'sting a straightforward 
self-evaluation effect. Subjects allocated more points to themse}.ves> 
when they performed worse than the -norm than^ when they performed 
better than the norm, suggesting a self -enhancement ef f ect .\^lthough 
the social comparison prbcess -was operative, satisfaction was 
'^influenced principally, by subjects' absolute performance scores. The 

findings suggest that different sources of social comparison and 
, self-regulatory' mechanisms play an influential role in individuals' 
lru^s. (NJ*B) c ' " > f j 
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,We often find ourselves uncertain about various aspects of our 
lives, aijcf, therefore, seek, information that is necessary for: effective 
functioning of everyday life. The range and complexity of choices laced 
by individuals in modern society require that we rely heavily on 'the 
experiences of others in evaluating the feasibility of personal goals 
and standards. Considerable amounts of research* have bpen directed at 

the processes By which individuals gain information about themselves 

*■ » 

through comparison with^ others beginning most notably with Leon Festinger 
theory of social comparison processes (1954a). Festinger' s basyic postu- 

late is that people have a drive to evaluate their own opinions ancT 

i 

abilities. They first attempt such self-evaluations through objective, 
npnsocial 'means, but in the absence of suck means, >people/searcfi V for 
"social reality," that is, they evaluate themselves da^ough comparisons 
with other people 1 s'opiniorjg^or abilities. 

Much' of the research generated by this 'thecA^ has focused on aspects 
of social comparison such as choice of comparison referent and the 
influence of the norm (see Suls> & Miller, 1977, for a comprehensive 
♦'reyiew of social comparison processes). Both of these aspects ate the 
focus of the present investigation. Since it is generally agreed upon 
that people have* a _ dritffe to evaluate their own opirti^ons and abilities 
and often db so by mtlms of social comparison, it is reasonable fo 
assume that the more information they arfe provided'whenJLaking social 
comparisons, the better enabled they are to judge the adequacy *bf their 
own performance. Knowledge of one's own performance relative to another 
in the immediate** situation and relative to a group norm would provide 

such information and might differentially influence, subsequent behavior. 

* s 
Various amounts of research have 'explored social .comparison with 



another referent or wit^i a group norm, but few have looked at the influence 

of both. For example, the emphasis in some. social comparison t research 

studying the choice of referent Jhas been exploring the extent to which 

• * v 

subjects seek to discover a range of scores^ and use such knowledge to 

estimate average performance as a measure of -choice of referent (e.g., 

v 0 
Brickman & Berrnan, 1971).* In another area of research, equity theorists 

have been concerned wi^th the relative influence of different .types of 

equity comparisons such as local versus referential comparisons, but 

have generally explored each type separately and have only made presump- 

% 

tions about which is more influential in equity behavior (which is the 

• ** 

state of equal inputs or contributions leading to equal outcome). Local 
/ » » 

comparisons refer to those made by individuals with another in the * 
immediate environment, both of whom are^ linked to an ottgoing relationship 
with orfe another (cf., Adams, 1965; Walster, Berscheid, & Walster, 1973j) . * 
Referential comparisons* refer to thofe^ in which the referent usually 
'consists of a group or average' comparison an4 is^ removed from the situa- 

j i x . * * % 

tion (cf., Zeldi/tch, Anderson, Berger, & Cohen, 1955). Finally, the in- 

♦ 

fluence of. the group fionn* has been studied further by social cbmparisoh 
and performance expectation spates theorists, but typicklly in the study 
of .groupifconsensus or conformity, (e.g., Asch, 1952; Crutchf ield, 1955) . 
In such studies, influence of the norm has been vi'ewed.in the sense of ^ 
influence or "power" to ch^pge*an individual's- opinion. Interest in the 
present study lies in the conceptualization -of the ntfnn as an available, 
source of social information against which people can guage and, thereby, 
evaluate the adequacy of their ovfrx behavior. . f 

The present experiment explored the influence* of different sources f 
of social comparison on self-evaluative reactions. Specifically, we % 



systematically explored how both live and symbolic sources of comparison 
(cf., Bandura, 1977) simultaneously might affeq* individuals b^Jiavitfr. 
. We explored how knowledge of both another individual's and a grqup's aver- 
•age. performance motivates subsequent behavior. In a 2 X & design, we 
investigated the influence of source of comparison referent (l^ve vs. 
syjnbolic) and the level of current •relative performance (better vs. 
,worse) on subjects 1 a) allocation of rewards, and b) satisfaction. 

v ■ , 

Sixty Stanford male undergraduates served as subjects and were run 

in pairs. Subjects, 1 , task involved independently makipg.a speech about 

Solutions to a problem of current interest (for example, the Iranian 

crisis). Before presenting their*solution, subjects stated the 1 score they 

exp'ected t,o receive (1-20 points). 'After both subjects had responded sepa 

rately, ttfey were provided with three pieces of predetermine^* feedback: 
t s , | 

their own score (0), the other subject's score (0 1 , live referent) , ahd a 
score that was said to be the me^n performance of all males from the same 
psychology class tested on the task ^N, symbolic norm). After a subject 

♦ received feedback, he w^s asked,* first,* fo state.how satisfied he was with 

i \ / \ 4 . 

♦ his own score (1: completely dissatisfied 10; completely satisfied), and 
secondly,' to allocate rewards between himself and the other subject. 

In this/study, variation-in subjects' 1 relative feedback scores was 

. / • 

generated oy varying the absolute scores. Therefore, to some extent, 
relative and absolute scores were coftfounded. To assess the effects (^f 
relative sc^rja, with respect to the norm and the others score, we 
/ therefore, used a 2-way analysis of covariance, with absolute feedback as 

. the cdvariate. Controlling for feedback, results on allocation indicated 
marginally significant main«effects for performance relative to the live 

Veferent (F(l,!>5)=3.78, £<.06) and relative to the symbolic norm (F(I,55)= 



3*76, £<.06) (see "fable lj, .Subjects Allocated mpre points to themselves 
when they performed better than the live referent than when they performed 
worse than the live referent, suggesting a straightforward self-evalxfation 
reaction. However, , sub jects allocated more points to themselves when they 
pepfonne.d wprse than the nontf thanwh&fi they performed better than the 
norm, suggesting a self -enhancement effect (cf., Hakmiller*, 1966). Sub- 
jects seemed to ova^compensate- Lt remselves when they' performed worse than 
'the norm by allocating more 'points to themselves. These „ findings suggest 
a genuine effect of social, comparison with both' the live referent and 
symbolip norm. No interaction effect was found, £<1. ' 

Re^fCjlts on satisfaction indicated no main effect's fQt either referent 
when feedback was controlled (F<1 & 1.48 Respectively, n.s.). Findings on 
satisfaction can be attributed to subjects' feedback; the .correlational 
analyses reported below were used to separate the effects of. feedback and 
relative performance (see Table 2), There w£s no significant interaction 
effect, F<1. ^ f / 

A second analysis which shows r the effect of relative outcome scores 
on allpcation is a betw6en-subjects analysis. ^Conceivably this is 
a more powerful analysis because "it treats the difference (0-0 f ) between 
subjectg, score, 0, and "that of the live referent, 0 , as a continuous 
variable rather than dichotomizing it as in the between-groups analysis* 
The correlation between subjects 1 score, (), and that of the live referent, 

0 f , was ,64 (f^-001)^ Scores were set to* ensure that the subjects'. 

/ * a I i 

scores and tft£ * referents 1 scores- fill within the sam£ range (high, medium,* 

and Ii3w) and thisj.s ttre reason foi; the significantly large correlation. 

AllocatiSn: The correlation between .a subject f s allocation and the 

i? - 

^d^f fareSce 4 in feedbficjc scores, 0-0% wasT .49, £<.001, whereas the corre- 



lation between subjects 1 allocation and their own scare was. insignificant 

' • • * m ■ p 

4 

(r=.17) and between subjects 1 allocation and the livS referent's score 

was only -.25, £<\025. The correlation between subjects 1 allocfat)Lon was 

OrO 1 , partialling put 0 was .53. sThese data indicate that allocation i/s - ■ 

' • * . * 

not determined by absolute feedback per se, certainly not "one's 'own, but, 

by the comparative difference in scores between the subject and the live 

referent. No significant correlation was found between subjects' allo- 

cation axid the symbolic norm's score (£=.09), nor between allocation and 
\ " * . * 

the difference between subjects' score and the norm (r== .07) . 

Allocation was also found to/^orrelate with subjects' knowledge of 

the task (£=.29, £<.*025) and expectancy score (r=.34, £<.005). - Tfre < 

« 

correlation between allocation and Knowledge of the. task, partialling out 
0-0 drops to an insignificant level (r=-.*13). Likewise the correlation 
between allocation and expectancy score ^rops to -.12 when 0-0y is 
partialled out. These correlations indicate that the correlation between 
allocation and expectancy is due ta allocation's dependence on 0-0'.. 
4 Satisfaction : Results indicated that satisfaction correlated 

I positively with subjects' own score, .0, (r=.56 , £<.001) , with the *ref e- 
rent's score, 0', (r=.30, £<.0p; with the difcf^rence between subjects' 

nsqgre and the live referent's s.core, 0-0', (r=.29, £<.025) # and -with the 
di-fferenoe between their score and the symbolic norm's score, 0-N, \ ' 

^ Cr=.49, 2<.001)., It is to be recalled that 0 and 0 1 correlate .64 which 

/ ' s • . 

^ could explain the positive correlation between ^satisfaction atid the 



v / 1 > 

other'T^rson's score. Partialling out the effect of the difference 
between tl^e subject 1 s own score and the live referent's score, one's own 
, score alone ^till significantly influences one's satisf ^ctioij (r=.£l, 
' f £<.001). Likewise, on6 f s score alone still influences q&e's' satisfaction 
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when the difference -between one's score' and that or the notm is partial- 

* •» * 

led out (r=.32, £<.01). However, ;whea subjects 1 oym score lis *partialled 

out 'from the ccrfrelation between satisfaction and the difference in 
scores, 0-0*, the correlation drops to .09, n.s.' These data indicate fur- 
ther that satisfaction is largely a function of one's own score*^ 

Satisfaction also correlated significantly with the difference bet- 
ween subjects 1 ''expected and actual scores, O-E?, (r=.23, £<.05). Subjects 
were more satisfied when they performed better than they expected than 
when they performed. as they expected. This correlation explains a negati 
•correlation between satisfaction and expectancy (r=.-32, £<.05). The-les 
(mare) subjects expected the more (less) satisfied they wexe with what 
they received. The more extreme their expectancies were, the more .likely 
there was to be a difference between actual and expected scores; hence, 
the positive correlation between 't&e difference in actual and expected 
scores. The finding on the -difference in scores is consistent with find- 

• . \ 

ings, by Ilgen (1970) that * satisfaction is influenced fnonotonically 

by the difference between expected and actual performance. The correla- * 

tion between satisfaction and subjects 1 own score, partialling cot 0-E, 

1 

was .36, £<.005, indicating again that satisfaction is largely a function 
of one's own score. -\ * 

Regarding the influences of the difference between subjects 1 score 
and that of the live other (0-0 f ) and the difference between their score 
and that of the symbolic norm (0-N) as social influences % and the direct 

* 

influences of own score (0) as self-regulatory, then we can make the 

• « * 

following tentative interpretations. Social Comparison can cert^nly be 

seen t"o be effective in allocation when the referent is live. Betw^en- 

" * -> 

groups analyses further indicate that social, comparison can be seen to 
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be effective when the neferent is both live and 'symbolic. In^satisfac- 

tion judgements, both sources of comparison are seen to be operative. 

Looking at the relative influence of social versus self-regulatory 

processe^^t/ith allocation, when one partials out only the effect of the 

l|ve referent, there-s^ill remains a ^.arge residual effect. However,, 

when one partials out the difference in scares between 'Subjects and the 

live referent, there is very little residual effect. This suggests that 

# » 

social comparison mechanisms are affecting alJ.ocaJ:ipn in the form of 
differences in scores afi3 not just the other .person's score alone.. With* 
satisfaction, when oner partials out the differences in score^ in both 
kinds' of comparison ^6T~0 f ; 0-N}, there still remains a large residual 
effect. Partialling ou£ subjects' own score (0), however, from the 
correlation between satisfaction and the difference in scores (0-0 f ) 
reduces fl^ie correlation to an insignificant level. This suggests that 
mostly self-regulatory mechanisms ^are ^affecting Satisfaction in this 
study. The above findings are consistent with the social learning 
perspective (Bandura, 191J) that different §£4jrces of social comparison 



ilf-regulatOTy 



mechanisms and self-regulatory mechanisms, play an influential" role k in ^ 
people's lives. . 
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Table 1: Mean Feedback Scores of 0, Norm, and 0'; and Subjects' 
t Mean Allocation and Satisfaction Corrected for 
Covariarfce with Feedback (Study* 1) • 
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Analysis of Covariance; Covariate = Ss Feedback Score 



Satisfaction: Live" Referent - F<1 

^ \ i. Symbolic Referent - F - 1.48 n.s. 

Avocation: 



Live Referent - F(l,55) = 3.78, p<.06 
Symbolic Norm - F(l,55) = 3.16, p<.06 
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.Table 2 :% Intercorrelhtions for Variable^ on Trial 1 1 .(Sttidy 1) 
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Mean Scores 
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6.20 


11.2 
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Standard Deviation 
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N * 60; a = p<.05; b = p<.025;- c = p<.01; d = p<..005; e = p<.00l 
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